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This research explores the reasons that adult English language learners have for using 
various language learning strategies (LLS). The research participants are Japanese adults 
who are neither language teachers nor full time students. The results of this qualitative 
study support the common view that English ability is often seen as necessary for work. 
However, the respondents indicated that they were busy and could not expend a great deal 
of time on language learning. Workplace needs and personal preference also had a significant 
impact on time and effort expended on language learning, as well as affecting the learning 
styles used. The primary finding of the paper is that many adult learners do not use effective 
LLS appropriately. Personal preference was the main driver of which LLS to use, rather than 
efficacy of the LLS. An additional finding of the study is that there are learners who pursue 
English learning for purely practical uses, and that these learners should not be overlooked. 
 
1. Introduction 
Two questions are frequently asked by English learners in Japan: 'Why don't Japanese 
people speak English well?' and 'How should I study English?' These two questions appear to be 
linked. Kato (2009, p. 158) states that Japanese people favour ineffective learning strategies, 
which may be part of the answer to the first question. Appropriate use of effective learning 
strategies may also be part of the answer to the second question. However, there is another issue 
which may be related to both. In my experience, when provided with suggestions on how to study 
English effectively, many learners do not implement those suggestions. Although research on 
communication strategies indicate that overall use may increase with training, the increase can 
vary considerably between various strategies (Nakatani, 2012, p. 774). Therefore, this research 
seeks further insights into learners' beliefs regarding their own LLS. This paper also seeks to 
elaborate on how the context of adult learners affects the use and efficacy of the LLS used. 
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There is little published research on English-learning Japanese adults other than university 
students. This is surprising since Japan's English teaching industry is so enormous (Sasajima, 
2012, p. 1). The professional (non-student adult learner) market for English learning in Japan 
was estimated at over 1.7 billion USD in 2013 (Muramoto, 2015, p. 2). This research therefore 
focuses on adult English learners in Japan who are neither language teachers nor full time 
students. The perspective provided by these adult learners will help educators understand what 
learning strategies are likely to be used and useful after students enter the workforce. Future 
researchers will likewise have the perspectives of working adult learners which could be 
compared to the perspectives of younger learners. Therefore, this study seeks to answer two 
research questions: 
1. Do adult learners of English in Japan claim to use effective language learning 
strategies (LLS)? 
2. Why do they use or not use those strategies? 
 
2. Literature Review 
Many articles have been written about LLS since the 1970's (Balcı and Üğüten, 2018, p. 2). 
LLS are defined by Amerstorfer (2018, p. 498) as “actions and thoughts that support processes 
and emotions involved in L2 learning and that contribute to the improvement of language 
proficiency.” Importantly for teachers, LLS can be taught (Amerstorfer, 2018, p. 503). Although 
there is still no consensus on the categorization of LLS (Balcı and Üğüten, 2018, p. 2), Oxford's 
(1990) Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL) has become a popular tool for assessing 
use of LLS. The SILL was originally developed because few prior instruments for assessing use 
of LLS had any published reliability or validity data (Oxford, 1996, p. 30). Although multiple 
versions of SILL have been developed, the SILL typically uses a five point Likert scale (ibid).  
One notable aspect of the SILL is that it intentionally measures LLS in a general and holistic 
way rather than focusing solely on cognitive and metacognitive aspects (ibid). Consequently, the 
SILL included six subcategories of strategies: memory, cognitive, compensation, metacognitive, 
affective, and social strategies (Oxford, 1996, p. 31). Nevertheless, the SILL has been the subject 
of much criticism. Robson and Midorikawa (2001, p. 53) caution that the categories used in the 
SILL may not be valid. In addition, Balcı and Üğüten (2018, p. 7) suggest that differences in 
context and demographics confound research results, indicating different outcomes among 
superficially similar populations. Furthermore, Robson & Midorigaoka (2001, p. 53) say that the 
Japanese version of the SILL is neither reliable nor valid due to the metalanguage used and the 
cultural appropriacy of some items. This poses further complications for data collection using the 
SILL with English-learning respondents in Japan. Additionally, Takeuchi (2009, p. 317) points 
out that strategies can also change according to learner level. Balcı and Üğüten (2018, p. 8) make 
the more general claim that students need LLS training, and cognitive strategy training in 
particular. However, Lee (2010, p. 143) states that unsuccessful learners use strategies 
inappropriately. Clearly, many factors come into play when analyzing LLS research results. 
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Although learning strategies in general are controversial (Rose, 2012, p. 137), they can still 
provide some insights (Amerstorfer, 2018, p. 519). As for the SILL specifically, Robson and 
Midorikawa (2001, p. 53) stated that as a whole it has a high degree of internal reliability. Rose 
(2012, p. 139) points out that the SILL provides quantitative rather than qualitative data. As 
such, Amerstorfer (2018, p. 512) suggests that using SILL and following up with interviews can 
give greater depth to the data collected. Dörnyei and Taguchi (2010, p. 109) also recommended 
this method, calling it retrospective research. 
Su (2015, p. 110) points out that SILL appears to be based on the assumption of an ESL 
context. However, Japan has an EFL context. Takeuchi (2009, p. 316) notes learners in Japan 
have some unique language learning preferences, namely maximizing the input and output of 
English, conscious pursuit of language learning, memorizing to internalize language, imitation 
and pattern-practice. To some extent, Takeuchi (2009) addresses the first research question of 
this paper. However, there are demographic issues which appear to be significant. Takeuchi 
interviewed Japanese adults who use English at work, but all of those interviewees were 
considered highly advanced learners (HALs). The good language learners (GLLs) and poor 
language learners interviewed by Takeuchi were all university students. Therefore, the 
differences between the HALs and GLLs are confounded by differences of age and context. As a 
result of these issues, it appears that there is a need for further research on the use of and 
attitudes towards LLS among adult English learners in Japan. 
 
3. Method 
This research primarily uses a qualitative analysis of interview responses. However, the 
interview was preceded by a brief questionnaire (appendix 1). This was due to the necessity of 
addressing certain issues in the research questions. Specifically, learners are sometimes not 
aware of the learning strategies that they use (Amerstorfer, 2018, p. 503), and so it is necessary 
to provide some guidance to the discussion. A questionnaire can lead a discussion by prompting 
respondents to think about specific learning strategies.  
A condensed version of the SILL, heavily modified for appropriacy, was used to introduce the 
interview topics as well as to elaborate on existing quantitative research. The questionnaire 
required the respondents to engage in self-reporting of LLS. Self-reporting of strategies is known 
to have problems (Amerstorfer, 2018, p. 503) and long-term observation might be more accurate. 
However, such observation was impractical given the scope of this research. Since the 
questionnaire was specifically intended as preliminary to the interview, self-reported data was 
deemed adequate. 
The number of items in the questionnaire was determined by the intended duration of the 
interview. The questionnaire was expected to take 5 to 10 minutes and the follow-up interview 
was expected to take 10 to 20 minutes. A questionnaire length of 10 main items was believed to 
be sufficient to accomplish the research goal while remaining a reasonable duration. The 10 
items chosen were the top 2 items that were most highly weighted in each category of Kato's 
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factor analysis (Kato, 2009, p. 148). Since the purpose of the questionnaire was to provide an 
introduction to the interview, these items were deemed sufficient. The categories themselves 
were dropped entirely from the 10 item questionnaire. Indeed, Amerstorfer (2018, p. 517) 
suggests that the categorization of strategies is of limited use due to the cross-sectional 
applicability of language learning strategies.  
The original SILL questions (Oxford, 1990) were used as the basis for the items in the 
questionnaire. However, during a pilot interview, several items were found to be ambiguous or 
had other issues. The questions were reworded to improve the appropriacy of the items to the 
context of adult learners in Japan. In addition, there was a feeling from the piloting respondent 
that they should be answering 'I always do this' for every item. Therefore, items 4, 5 and 10 were 
reworded to provide a mix of 'good' and 'bad' items. Although the questionnaire was not 
translated, the researcher was present to provide further clarification when needed. Finally, the 
questionnaire does not include a middle option in the Likert scale because, as Dörnyei and 
Taguchi (2010, p. 28) state, Japanese respondents may be inclined to give neutral responses. As 
per their suggestion (ibid), the middle option was simply omitted. 
An item was included in the questionnaire in order to determine each participant's English 
ability. Ozawa (2018, p. 1) states that self-assessment of proficiency is generally reliable, and 
notes that the CEFR (Council of Europe, 2018) is a popular tool for this. The CEFR is a tool for 
assessing language learner proficiency through “can do” descriptors. However, the full CEFR self-
assessment would take longer than is justifiable given the intended duration of the questionnaire 
and interview. Therefore, a statement intended to represent each of the 6 levels was selected. The 
statements were selected for having the greatest overlap and similarity with other statements 
in the same level. Ideally, the participants would have provided a standardized objective 
measurement of their English ability, but many adult learners do not have recent test scores. 
Due to the small number of respondents and the focus of the research, self-assessment was 
deemed adequate. 
In order to keep the questionnaire and interview short, few demographic details were 
gathered. There were 3 male respondents and 6 female respondents. They rated their English 
ability as approximately low intermediate through advanced. The questionnaire and interview 
together took 30 minutes or less per respondent, as recommended by Dörnyei and Taguchi (2010, 
p. 13). Therefore, short answers were not always followed up when there was a risk of going over 
the allotted time. The duration was decided in consideration of the respondents' time, and 
because of concerns regarding fatigue (Dörnyei and Taguchi, 2010, p. 9). Taking interview notes 
by hand was determined to be adequate for this research. The notes from the interviews were 
typed after each interview. 
When meeting the respondents, the interviewer first explained the procedure of the 
questionnaire and interview. The respondents then signed a consent form for the anonymous use 
of their responses for research. Respondents then recorded their questionnaire responses on a 
paper copy provided by the researcher. For each of the 10 LLS statements on the questionnaire, 
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the researcher verbally confirmed the answer marked by the respondent then prompted the 
respondent to provide more information. 
This research used convenience sampling, as defined by Davies (2007, p. 55). The 
respondents were acquaintances or friends of friends, so the selection of respondents was not 
random and was biased in unknown ways. In addition, the small number of respondents means 
that statistical analysis would not provide valid results (Davies, 2007, p. 196). Therefore, no 
statistical analyses of the results were done. 
 
4. Results 
The respondents worked in a variety of fields and their use of English at work ranged from 
almost entirely reading and writing to almost entirely speaking and listening. From the 
respondents' off-hand remarks about their work, English was not used frequently by all 
respondents, but all considered it necessary for their jobs. None of the respondents was a 
language teacher, and all considered themselves learners of English. However, several pointed 
out that they do not currently engage in any formal study.  
Every item on the questionnaire provided interesting comments. A summary of the results 
are presented here in the same order as the questionnaire items. 
 
1. I use flashcards to study English words.  
Some respondents said that they used to use flashcards when they were students, 
but not now. Others stated that they still use flashcards. Some respondents suggested 
that flashcards were only useful when studying for tests. 
 
2. I practice new English words by saying or writing them several times.  
Responses regarding repetition were mixed. Some only repeated new words 
aloud, others read or wrote the words repeatedly, some did both. However, repetition 
was often suggested as an effective method for students. 
 
3. I read for pleasure in English.  
Some respondents stated that reading in English is too difficult to be fun. Some 
respondents stated that they read enough in English for work, implying a saturation 
point. One respondent indicated a general dislike of reading in any language. 
 
4. I translate to or from English one word at a time.  
Responses indicated a belief that translating one word at a time is simply not 
natural and cannot be used for communication. However, looking up key words in a 
dictionary was regarded as a useful aid. 
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5. I avoid making guesses about the meaning of unfamiliar English words.  
All of the respondents expressed the view that guessing was better than not 
guessing. Their reasons were varied, but some also noted that guessing was strongly 
context dependent. They suggested that asking for clarification was sometimes 
needed to avoid making serious mistakes. 
 
6. When I can't remember a word, I use a word or phrase that means the same thing.  
All respondents stated that they use alternate words and expressions, but had 
difficulty explaining why. One respondent summed it up by saying "It's natural, 
right?" Another stated “I don't know any other way.” One respondent suggested that 
gestures and body language were useful aids to communication. Overall, the use of 
alternate words or phrases seemed obvious to the respondents. 
 
7. I look for people I can talk to in English.  
Speaking English was generally viewed as desirable, but not something they put 
in effort towards. Some respondents stated that they speak enough at work, and some 
respondents stated that they were too busy, too lazy, or simply had no interest in 
speaking English except for work reasons. One respondent reported that it was 
difficult to make English-speaking friends. 
 
8. I look for opportunities to read as much as possible in English.  
Some respondents stated that they read enough at work, and some said they 
were too busy or lazy. One respondent reiterated a general dislike of reading. Some 
respondents stated that English is ubiquitous on the internet so there was no need to 
make an effort in this regard.  
 
9. I ask English speakers to correct me when I talk.  
Although considered useful for improving one's grammar, requesting correction 
was seen as problematic. For example, clients and bosses are not asked to correct one's 
English. Some respondents suggested that correcting interferes with natural 
communication, with one respondent stating “It's a show-stopper." However, they all 
expressed the view that it was appropriate for teachers to correct students in class. 
 
10. I only practice English with native English speakers.  
Some respondents stated that native English speakers at work are the only 
people they communicate with in English, while others stated that their English-
speaking clients or colleagues were largely non-native English speakers. All 
respondents expressed a dislike of speaking English with Japanese people, especially 
when everyone present could understand Japanese. One respondent justified this by 
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stating "Because it's strange." Another laughed at the researcher's prompt on this 
point and stated “I don't speak English with Japanese people because we can 
communicate in Japanese.” 
 
Some respondents had comments not directly related to the items on the questionnaire. One 
respondent complained that Japanese people are bad at English because they do not study. 
Recent university graduates in particular were singled out as being surprisingly inept. Some 
respondents admitted that they would rather not use English at all, but that it is useful. 
 
5. Discussion 
The results were in line with the findings of past research. Lai (2009, p. 272 cited in Su, 2015, 
p. 111) states that cultural setting, including English language education, can affect the strategy 
use of learners. Statements by respondents mirrored this view, in that some strategies were 
directly connected to what was experienced in school and to the needs of students. Takeuchi's 
claims (2003, p. 390) that Japanese people tend to use strategies involving repetition were also 
reported in this study. The use of compensation strategies was also viewed very favourably. 
However, the strong views regarding translating and guessing may have been affected by the 
respondents' experience and ability level, since beginners may be less able to glean meaning from 
incomplete sentences. 
Context was also noted by respondents as being of great importance. This supports Takeuchi 
(2009, p. 317) and Su's view (2015, p. 100) that strategy use is heavily context dependent. 
However, the relevant context in this case is that of an international workplace within an EFL 
context in general. The responses regarding correction and conversation partners highlight this.  
Kawai (2008 cited in Su, 2015, p. 103) expresses the view that developing oral proficiency is 
difficult in an EFL context. In contrast, all of the respondents made use of English at work, and 
this was seen by some to be sufficient practice. Furthermore, several respondents stated that 
they were too lazy to study properly even though they studied English in their free time. Every 
respondent either implied or plainly stated that they were busy, which is an important point to 
contrast with research conducted with students as respondents. Researchers and educators must 
remember that what works for a particular cohort of students may not be applicable once they 
enter the workforce. Consequently, we must consider the English skills that students will need 
once they leave academia, and help students better understand what language skills are likely 
to remain relevant and useful in the future. 
Interestingly, there was little indication that motivation was a problem. They appeared to 
study or practice English at least as much as they deemed necessary. Not all found English 
enjoyable beyond its role as a workplace skill, which is in contrast to Takeuchi's (2009) study in 
which all the respondents using English for work were enthusiastic learners. 
There was a surprisingly clear distinction between those who preferred reading and writing 
over speaking and listening, or vice-versa. It is not clear how much bias was introduced due to 
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the reading required by the questionnaire and the speaking and listening required by the 
interview. This is an important point to consider when conducting surveys and interviews as the 
bias may be quite subtle. 
As noted earlier, there were other possible sources of bias resulting from the research 
methodology. Respondent selection and the small number of respondents mean that these 
findings are not generalizable, though they are informative and provided some contrast to 
findings from earlier studies. In addition, the lack of detailed demographic information make it 
difficult to position the respondents' responses within the greater population. The use of English 
rather than Japanese in the questionnaire and interview may have also introduced bias into the 




This research indicates that many adult learners do not use effective learning strategies 
appropriately. There were a few reasons that stood out. Personal preference for reading, writing, 
speaking or listening were major determining factors of learning strategy choice, whereas the 
perceived effectiveness of strategies was only rarely mentioned. Educators must therefore ensure 
that learners are taught effective learning options to match their preferences. 
There was a general consensus that speaking English with native speakers or non-native 
speakers was based on circumstances rather than any strong preference, but that speaking 
English with Japanese people was undesirable. This is a significant problem for learners and 
compounds the difficulties found in the EFL context of Japan. 
Certain types of respondents emerged over the course of the interviews. Enthusiasts of 
English were in clear contrast to the utilitarians, who saw English primarily as a means to an 
end. Proactive respondents actively sought to improve their English ability, while passive ones 
largely considered ongoing learning to be a natural process that didn't require formal study. 
Despite any differences of ability, all the respondents had jobs which required the use of English. 
However, students often have the mistaken impression that English is unnecessary aside from 
jobs that predictably require interaction with foreigners. Although intrinsic motivation is 
wonderful, educators should not dismiss the strictly practical uses of English in a variety of 
'normal' career paths. 
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Appendix 
Questionnaire (page 1 of 2) 
 
Participant code: _______ 
 
Thank you for participating in this research.  
 
Please answer the following questions: 
 
Do you use English at work?  yes  no 
 
Are you a language teacher?  yes  no 
 
Are you an English learner?  yes  no 
 
What is your gender?  ________________ 
 
 
Please circle the box that is closest to describing your English ability: 
 
I can interact in a simple way. I can communicate in simple and routine tasks. I can 
enter unprepared into conversation on topics that are familiar. I can take an active 
part in discussion in familiar contexts. I can use language flexibly and effectively 
for social and professional purposes. I can express myself fluently and convey finer 
shades of meaning precisely. 
 
Please turn over the page.  
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Questionnaire (page 2 of 2) 
 
For each of these statements, please tick a box to show how well the statement 
describes YOU. Do not answer how you think you should be, or what other people 
do. There are no right or wrong answers to these statements. 
 
If you have any questions, please let the researcher know immediately. 




true of  
me 
Usually 
true of  
me 
Usually 






true of  
me 
I use flashcards to study English words. 
 
    
I practice new English words by saying or writing them 
several times. 
    
I read for pleasure in English. 
 
    
I translate to or from English one word at a time. 
 
    
I avoid making guesses about the meaning of 
unfamiliar English words. 
    
When I can't remember a word, I use a word or phrase 
that means the same thing. 
    
I look for people I can talk to in English. 
 
    
I look for opportunities to read as much as possible in 
English. 
    
I ask English speakers to correct me when I talk. 
 
    
I only practice English with native English speakers.     
 
